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THE COMPARATIVE INFLUENCE OF MAJORITY 
AND EXPERT OPINION 



By Henry T. Moore, Dartmouth College 



The literature on Social Psychology contains numerous 
references to the influence of the group on the opinions of 
the individual. This one point has been made the subject 
of practically an entire volume by Trotter/ who refers to 
group opinion somewhat picturesquely as the voice of the 
herd. He represents this voice as coming with such a weight 
of authority that even the most eccentric individual feels 
compelled to seek some form of herd support for his opinions, 
and is completely at a loss when no such support is anywhere 
to be had. 

The general fact is beyond dispute, but those who would 
like to see Social Psychology multiply its experimental find- 
ings are tempted to ask more specifically just how great this 
influence may be expected to be in any given situation. Can 
we hope to measure it? And if so, how does it compare 
with other influences that are likely to operate in determining 
an individual's social attitudes? 

The group experiment here reported attempts a beginning 
at answering these questions for three types of situation, — 
namely, speech, morals, and music. The method is somewhat 
similar to one used by Bridges^ in a study of decision types 
reported in 1914. In general it consists of measuring a sug- 
gestive influence in terms of the number of reversals of 
judgment occasioned by it, as compared with the number that 
might have been expected by chance. The first problem was 
therefore to find out what was the chance of reversal of 
judgment in regard to each of the three kinds of material 
used. Ninety-five subjects were given eighteen paired com- 
parisons for each of the three types of situation. The instruc- 
tions for the linguistic judgments were that the subjects 
check the more offensive one of each pair of expressions. 
Examples of the expressions compared are : " Everybody loves 

1 Trotter, W., The Instincts of the Herd in Peace and War, 1916. 

2 Bridges, J. W., An Experimental Study of Decision Types and 
their Mental Correlates, Psych. Rev. Mon. Sup., 1914, Vol. XVH, No. 1. 
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their mother." " She sort of avoided him." " The party 
that wrote that was a scholar." " He never studies nights." 
The ethical judgments involved the checking of the more 
offensive of two traits of character in each of the eighteen 
pairs. Examples of the traits compared are: — disloyalty to 
friends; vinllingness to get rich by questionable financial 
methods ; cheating on an examination ; willingness to overlook 
a business error favorable to oneself. The musical judgments 
involved an expression of preference for one of two resolu- 
tions of the dominant seventh chord, played on a reed organ. 
Eighteen paired resolutions were played, and the preferences 
recorded after each. 

Two days later the same three series were repeated exactly 
as given before, and without the introduction of any special 
suggestive influence to alter the original judgments. Each 
subject was now scored on the basis of his percentage of 
reversals, and the mean of the ninety-five individual scores 
was taken as the chance of reversal for judgments concerned 
with that particular type of material. The average score thus 
recorded as representing the chance of reversal for linguistic 
judgments was 13.5 per cent with .55 P. E. of the mean; 
for moral judgments 10.3 per cent with P. E. of .50; for 
musical judgments 25.1 per cent, with P. E. of .84. These 
results are indicated graphically in the upper accompanying 
chart. 

As a partial check on the above figures each of the three 
series of judgments was tried on a different group. The 
subjects in the check experiment were on an average about 
a year older than those in the original experiment, which 
probably accounts for their slightly lower per cent of reversals. 
Forty-three subjects gave 11.4 per cent chance of reversal in 
linguistic judgments; 62 subjects gave 9.4 per cent reversals 
in ethical judgments; and 49 subjects gave 22.6 per cent 
reversals in musical judgments. 

An interval of two and a half months was allowed between 
the experiment without suggestion and that in which suggestion 
was used. This seemed ample time to render negligible any 
memory effects from the preceding judgments. The experi- 
ment was now repeated as before, except for the addition 
of the suggestive influences. A new set of original judgments 
was taken, and after a two day interval the subjects were given 
the same series again, this time with the statement of what 
had been the majority preference for each pair. Great care 
was taken to convince them that these statements were being 
truthfully made, and the influence of suspicion was certainly 
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not great. Each subject was now scored on the basis of the 
per cent of opportunities he had accepted to reverse his 
judgment so as to agree with majority opinion. The results 
are indicated in the three left columns of the upper chart. 
The average of such reversals in linguistic judgments was 
62.2 per cent, with P. E. of 1.63 ; in ethical judgments 50.1 per 
cent, with P. E. of 1.69; in musical judgments 48.2 per cent, 
with P. E. of 1.52. 

Two days later still the same comparisons were repeated, 
and at this time each judgment was preceded by a statement of 
the opinion of an expert in each field. These statements in 
some cases coincided with what had been given as majority 
opinion previously, but as often as not they were at variance 
with it. From these last records each individual was scored 
on the basis of the per cent of opportunities he had accepted 
for reversing his original judgment favorably to the statement 
of the expert. The results, which are indicated in the three 
right columns of the upper chart, show an average of 48 
per cent reversals of language judgments, with P. E. of 1.4; 
47.8 per cent reversals of ethical judgments, with P. E. of 
1.6; and 46.2 per cent reversals in musical judgments, with 
P. E. of .9. 

If now we take as our unit of measurement the per cent 
recorded as the chance of reversal, we find, as indicated on 
the lower chart, that the probability of reversing favorably 
to the majority in matters of speech and morals is approxi- 
mately five times chance ; whereas in matters of musical feeling 
the probability is only about twice chance. By majority is 
meant here of course only the special type of majority pro- 
vided in the experiment, but if generalization is permissible 
on the basis of the evidence available, we may venture the 
statement that a man is two and a half times as individualistic 
in his musical likes and dislikes as in his moral and linguistic 
preferences. Similarly we may conclude that expert and 
majority opinion hold about equal sway over the individual 
in morals and music, but that the chances are about ten to 
seven in favor of majority prestige in matters pertaining to 
speech. To take a concrete case, the struggle between the 
expert pronunciation which accents the word ' cantonment ' 
on the first syllable, and the army pronunciation, which 
accents it on the second syllable, is likely to end with the doom 
of the expert, whereas classical music has at least an even 
chance in its struggle with the popularity of the jazz band. 

The type of experiment here described can, on account of 
the great range of individual variations involved, be valid 
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20 MOORE 

only if applied to a large number of cases ; and inasmuch as 
each particular experiment measures only a very particular 
type of suggestibility, any generalization from a single experi- 
ment will always be questionable. But it is believed that an 
extension of the method to cover a large number of typical 
cases in which such social influences as personal prestige, 
fashion, orthodoxy, etc., play a part, would give material 
which would be valid for general purposes. Whether the 
shrunken prestige of a defeated political candidate or of an 
abdicated emperor follows any accurately describable laws, 
one could scarcely venture to say ; but it is sufficiently obvious 
that until so-called social laws rest on more than the personal 
observations of individual writers, we shall have a great 
excess of laws, and only a minimum of confidence in apply- 
ing them.^ 

^ Read at the Annual Meeting of the American Psychological Asso- 
ciation, Cambridge, Mass., Dec. 31, 1919. 



